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Defining Stylistics
I will begin by clarifying the basic meaning of stylistics, which is 
a discipline related to the academic field of linguistics.  It is by implica-
tion a study of style in language, and Verdonk considers that “style in 
language can be defined as distinctive linguistic expression…So stylis-
tics, the study of style, can be defined as the analysis of distinctive 
expression in language and the description of its purpose and effect” 
(2002, pp. 3-4).  Widdowson (1975, p. 3) describes stylistics as “the 
study of literary discourse from a linguistics orientation.”  The practical 
application of stylistics to guide students to an appreciation of literary 
texts, as outlined by Widdowson (1975, 1992), who is one of its chief 
proponents, is then an approach to the consideration of literary texts 
which involves a detailed, precise linguistic analysis as a means to 
interpreting their meaning and significance.
However, it should be noted that the purpose of stylistic analysis 
is not to aim at a conclusive and definitive meaning, as it allows for 
individual interpretation, as long as that interpretation is supported by 
sound linguistic argument.  Ideally, the stylistic analysis of a text 
should not be influenced by such factors as who the author is, what they 
have written before, and what are the views of literary critics.  Neither 
should it afford the descriptive, impressionistic judgements that are 
often witnessed in literary criticism.  With a stylistic analysis we are 
dealing with a disassociation of the text from such factors, and address-
ing ourselves in an analytical, precise and rigorous manner to discover-
ing the underlying linguistic structures and characteristics of the work 
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that might stimulate interpretation.  We are concerned with how the 
author deliberately uses language, and makes important language choic-
es, to communicate ideas and meaning.  Verdonk (2002, p. 6) refers to 
the concept of foregrounding, where “in making a stylistic analysis we 
are not so much focused on every form and structure in a text, as on 
those which stand out in it.”  Similarly, Widdowson (1975) has used the 
concept of deviance from linguistic norms.
As this approach to analysis of texts involves a linguistic explora-
tion, we need to consider such features as word order, the use of tense/
mood/aspect, the significance of dual meanings and ambiguities in lexi-
cal items and the relative connotations, the presence or absence of such 
grammatical items as definite and indefinite articles, as well as line pat-
terning, rhyme and rhythm, phonological and phonetic aspects.  All 
these, and other linguistic phenomena, may well play an important part 
in the way significance is given to a particular text.
Selecting a text
In order in to demonstrate the process of stylistic analysis in a 
genuinely explorative manner, selecting a text in itself can be problem-
atic.  Ideally, if we are to experience and fully appreciate a sense of lin-
guistic exploration and discovery toward assigning meaning and signif-
icance to a text, then that text should not be influenced by prior reading 
and knowledge of the work.  We should be approaching the text tabla 
rasa, with a clean slate.  Neither should it be chosen to be displayed  as 
a model example that is full of linguistic quirks, idiosyncracies and 
ungrammaticalities, the abundance of which can permit a rather distort-
ed representation of stylistic analysis.
How then, should we choose a text if we are seeking a genuine, 
unbiased appraisal of it, and one which has not been guided to focus on 
significant features as a result of prior knowledge and reading of that 
text?  Perhaps it should be a totally random selection: picking a book of 
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poetry off the library shelves by a poet whose work is unknown to you, 
opening the volume at a random page, and confronting the poem before 
you for the very first time.  This is one extreme.  At the other extreme is 
to select a poem with which you are very familiar, that you like, and 
have studied in detail and are aware of various critical interpretations. 
The latter does not, of course, discount completely a genuine stylistic 
analysis, but there is little doubt that the reading will be heavily—con-
sciously or subconsciously—influenced by prior knowledge, and thus 
lack the authenticity of exploration that is ideal for developing an 
understanding of the challenge of stylistic analysis.
For the purpose of trying to demonstrate the process of a genuine, 
original stylistic analysis and what is involved, I chose a poem that had 
made a distant impression on me, but one that I had never consciously 
sat down to read.  Many years ago I recalled how Ted Hughes was 
reading one of his poems on BBC Radio, and how his reading had left 
me with a strong memory of a child-like exclamation of Moon!  Moon!, 
with a verbal emphasis on extending the double ‘o’ to sound like the 
utterance of a cow.  With this memory to go on, a brief run along the 
relevant library shelves helped me find a copy of Ted Hughes’ Selected 
Poems, and then glancing down the index of poems I saw a title that 
looked suspiciously like what I was looking for: Full Moon and Little 
Frieda.  Sure enough, as I found the relevant page, one of the lines 
towards the end of the short poem was “Moon!” you cry suddenly, 
“Moon!  Moon!”  In this way, I was faced with the complete text 
before me for the first time, ignorant of its meaning.  Scanning the four-
teen lines of the poem, my first thought was how I could get more than 
a few sentences of analysis from something so short.  During my educa-
tion of school and university literature courses I had experienced  the 
more traditional approach of literary criticism, of developing intuitive 
interpretations, but I had never attempted a detailed linguistic rigorous 
analysis of text as required by a stylistics approach.
Before detailing that attempt, I shall present the poem in full, 
exactly in the format as the original:
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full Moon and Little frieda
A cool small evening shrunk to a dog bark and the clank
 of a bucket—
And you listening.
A spider’s web, tense for the dew’s touch.
A pail lifted, still and brimming—mirror
To tempt a first star to a tremor.
Cows are going home in the lane there, looping the
 hedges with their warm wreaths of breath—
A dark river of blood, many boulders,
Balancing unspilled milk.
“Moon!” you cry suddenly, “Moon!  Moon!”
The moon has stepped back like an artist gazing amazed
 at a work
That points at him amazed.
At this point, before proceeding with my stylistic commentary, 
readers may wish to reflect on the poem themselves, and at the same 
time question particularly what parts of the text seem to deviate from 
standard rules of English grammar, reflecting for example on word 
order and lexis.
a Stylistic analysis
And now to a stylistic analysis of Hughes’ text.  First, let’s begin 
with the title itself.  Is there anything interesting or significant linguisti-
cally about its grammatical arrangement?  Full Moon and Little Frieda. 
It certainly presents us with an opportunity to consider the importance 
and likely significance of the presence or absence of definite or indefi-
nite articles.  It is no surprise that Little Frieda is not preceded by any 
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article.  Indeed, it would be significant if it was, as we do not normally 
refer to unique and named human beings with them.  However, interest-
ingly, it is not A Full Moon or The Full Moon being referred to, and 
therefore we may respond to this linguistic feature as evidence of the 
concepts of foregrounding and deviance as previously outlined.  This is 
not just any old moon, nor is it a specific moon being referred to. 
Perhaps, this suggests a uniqueness of quality similar to that of Little 
Frieda.  Certainly, the absence of definite or indefinite articles in the 
case of inanimate objects implies personification and animacy.  Also, 
the fact that the two noun phrases consist of just adjective and noun in 
both cases, being linked by the conjunction and, points to a symmetry, 
and therefore perhaps a bond—or even conflict—between the two.
Looking more closely at the two adjectives that are used in these 
phrases, it can be seen that while full denotes completeness and whole-
ness, little is an approximate opposite which can refer not only to small-
ness in terms of size, but also here to incompleteness in terms of human 
development, or a child.  Are we, then, being prepared for a confronta-
tion of opposites?  The actual word order of the title may also be impor-
tant in this consideration.  Having suggested that there is some kind of 
symmetry reflected in the grammatical categories, does it have any 
effect if we reverse the order to Little Frieda and Full Moon?  Perhaps 
the noun phrase that comes first indicates a sense of power, dominance 
or influence over the second, and therefore if the above change is made, 
this significant influence is lost.  Also, if this is a subtle linguistic ploy, 
the purpose of which is to suggest an encounter between two ‘charac-
ters’, the subtlety of personification of Moon, by avoiding a referential 
article, may be lost in the order Little Frieda and Full Moon, where 
placed second the impact of Full Moon is diminished.  In mimicking 
Little Frieda it would become a more obvious personification to the 
point of sounding rather like clichéd native American Indian names such 
as Wild Hawk or Rising Sun.  So, the analysis thus far has presented the 
possibilities of animacy and personification of Moon, a symmetry that 
suggests a conflict/bond between Moon and Frieda, and a word order 
that suggests the predominant influence of the former over the latter.
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Having highlighted the use of adjectives in the title, there again 
appears to be an unusual use of them in the first line, where the lack of 
a comma between small and cool in a A cool small evening draws our 
attention to seek significance in their particular use.  We are used to a 
cool evening in both written and conversational discourse, yet small 
evening is something of an anomaly.  It would be unlikely to talk about 
evenings in terms of size.  We may well say such things as I had a 
great evening, but this is a qualitative distinction.  Here the semantic 
possibilities of small, and how they may place particular connotations 
on evening, need to be considered more closely.  Perhaps, in looking for 
the ‘significance’ of small in this context, its meaning is more obvious 
that we might think, as it might imply insignificant, as in a small detail. 
However, if the verb shrink has its usual meaning that notes reduction 
in size, are we talking about an already insignificant evening that is 
reduced to one of even more insignificance?  Probably not.  The fact 
that this is an evening shrunk to a dog bark and the clank of a bucket 
might suggest that what is normally an ordinary evening has been 
reduced to a very significant microcosm or intense focus of attention. 
That is to say, that far from an event of the ordinary taking place we are 
being prepared, set up almost, sensitized for something to occur of con-
siderable significance, something out of the ordinary, something 
extraordinary.  Just as small is not referring to size, neither is shrunk, 
which might signify concentrated, focused, intensified, supporting the 
idea that something of apparent insignificance is being raised to signifi-
cance.
There are also other important linguistic features that contribute 
to a heightening of tension in the poem and in preparation, or waiting, 
for something to happen.  There is a notable use of the consonants -s 
and -t, particularly in the phonological combination -st (listening, dew’s 
touch, still, first star), their aspirated sounds and tongue-tripping alliter-
ation underlining this sense of tension.  Added to this, the fact that in 
the first line there is no finite verb form—shrunk and listening are parti-
ciples here that are not preceded by a form of the verb to be—suggests, 
particularly in the case of And you listening, that there is actually no 
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continuity of action or progression, as if caught in a precious moment 
of timelessness.  The use of the progressive aspect also tends to suggest 
that there is a simultaneity rather than sequencing of events, creating in 
the reader the feeling of entering into something that has already begun 
in previous time.
All this adds to a sense of heightened awareness, particularly with 
the use of the more active listening as opposed to the passive reception 
implied by hearing.  The analysis so far points towards a build-up to 
some kind of climactic happening.  This build-up of tension (tense, still, 
dew’s touch) through the first half of the poem, with the use of a domi-
nant progressive aspect (listening, brimming, going, looping, balanc-
ing), creates, as suggested, simultaneous rather than sequential events, 
but this changes dramatically with “Moon!” you cry suddenly, and the 
first use of the present simple aspect as if after all the tension and wait-
ing an eruption has occurred.  Also, up to this point the two ‘characters’ 
have not been mentioned other than in the title, and now both come 
together (presuming you to be Little Frieda) in the space of two words. 
We can note that also the moon is addressed again without an article 
(though natural, of course, in very young children’s early speech), rein-
forcing personification and suggesting the meeting of animate forces. 
Ironically, the definite article appears in the next line while at the same 
time using an intransitive prepositional verb which normally is only 
associated with animate objects: The moon has stepped back.  Also, this 
is the first time that the noun moon does not carry a capital letter, being 
perhaps figuratively brought down in size by the confrontation.  The 
intensity of the encounter is brought out in the last few lines where the 
two participants face each other in mutual amazement.
conclusion
The above stylistic analysis, with its specific reference to linguis-
tic features, and particularly to those linguistic expressions that we may 
classify as being foregrounded or deviant—to refer back to those con-
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cepts of Verdonk and Widdowson—has assigned meaning and interpre-
tation to a poetic text.  This can be summarized as the following: a sug-
gestion of the power and influence of nature, represented by the moon, 
over a small child; a sense of timelessness and tension in preparation 
for a significant life occurrence; a climactic recognition of the moon by 
a young child as though seen for the first time; a suggestion that both 
works of nature, as represented by the existence of the universe and by 
human life, are equally fascinating acts of creation.
This kind of stylistic analysis can have a clear pedagogic purpose 
of helping students to understand language choices that writers make, 
as well as develop their own ability to interpret literary works of the 
imagination.  In highlighting an approach to practical stylistics and the 
study of poetry, Widdowson (1992) demonstrates how a range of stu-
dent activities can be used in the classroom, such as prose paraphrases, 
the completing of poetic texts in cloze-style exercises, and the recom-
posing of poetic text by restructuring lines that have been jumbled. 
With a practical stylistics approach to literature emphasis is on linguis-
tic exploration and individual interpretation rather than on affixed 
meaning dictated by experts in literary criticism.  It encourages students 
to look closely at the linguistic characteristics of the language they are 
studying and to become aware of many subtleties and shades of mean-
ing and syntactic variables.
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